African-Caribbean diaspora: from Kingston to Toronto, from Brooklyn to Brixton, from Paramaribo to Amsterdam. Emanating from the Victorian parlor, "front room" is a generic term that includes the living and sitting rooms as the public space in the private domestic domain, where the external world accesses the private world of the family. As an opulent shrine to "kitsch" furniture, consumer fetish, and homemade furnishings, it was traditionally reserved for receiving guests and visitors and as a venue for life-cycle social events: christenings, weddings, and funeral receptions. It announced that no matter how poor your family, if the front room looked good, then you were respectable.
If the front room emerged in a colonial context, how did the realities of diasporic migration, independence, postcolonialism, and globalization (read neocolonialism) affect shifts in its aesthetics and practices? The Caribbean has a contested past with limited sites of memory that are in a constant process of remaking, and the front room is no exception. But by looking at how certain types of memory are created and embodied in the material culture of the front room, we might be able to address some of these erasures and mis(sed)representations in the Caribbean and diasporic context. Diaspora in this context has to be treated metaphorically, as Stuart Hall suggests: "Diaspora does not refer us to those scattered tribes whose identity can only be secured in relation to some sacred homeland to which they must at all costs return." It is defined "not by essence or purity, but recognition of a necessary heterogeneity and diversity: by a conception of 'identity' that lives with and through as process, the idea of difference; by hybridity."
Hall also argues that identity is a performative process, continually negotiating through a "complex historical process of appropriation, compromise, subversion, masking, invention and revival." In this sense, otherness is not fixed and predetermined. Cultural identity in this formation is an "articulation fostered in a complex structure of diverse and contradictory, yet connected relations."
2 Beyond the essentializing binary opposition between colonialist and anticolonialist, he proposes a concept of cultural identity as dialectically continuous and disruptive unstable points of identification, made within the discourse of history and culture.
This idea that cultural identities can be dialectically continuous and disruptive reveals a duality as double consciousness.
The front room was a contradictory space, where the efficacy of the display was sometimes more important than the authenticity of the objects, such as artificial flowers, plastic pineapple ice buckets, floral patterned carpet and wallpaper that never matched, and pictures of the scantily clad "Tina" next to The Last Supper. The dressing and maintenance of the front room reveals a form of "impression management," as in the flexible presentation of self that brings up issues of "good grooming" among people of African descent. It was very much my mother's room, and as a second-generation, black British person from an aspirant working-class family of Vincentian parentage, I have ambivalent memories of it. I must confess that growing up I was embarrassed about the front room's aesthetics, as it seemed in "bad taste," or had no taste at all; in other words, it was "kitsch"-a pejorative social code for working-class culture. Room, Geffrye Museum, London, 2005-6. that the material culture of the front room raised questions about diasporic identities, intergenerational identifications, and disavowal; gendered practices in the domestic domain.
Fig. 2. The West Indian Front
Institutionally it also raised issues about mis(sed)representations, struggles over meaning, and authenticity in museum/gallery culture about the legitimization and policing of representations of the black British experience.
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Memories of England
Registered in the diasporic front room is the trope of etiquette of decorum, protocol, polite manners, and proper behavior performed as rituals of respectability, dignity, and self-reserve associated with the Victorian parlor. Aesthetically, the archetypal Victorian parlor included floral-patterned rugs, wallpaper, fabric curtains, and upholstered chairs and sofas with "antimacassars" lace dollies (Victorian gentleman used Macassar hair oil) on the backs to prevent soiling. Prized ornaments and ephemera were displayed in a wooden cabinet or on a mantelpiece, ornate-framed black-and-white photographs stood on a lace-covered wooden side table or hung from a picture rail running along the top of the four walls. And the room was lit from the ceiling or from the wall by baroque-styled light fixtures.
This was the idealized parlor that the colonial elite in the Caribbean attempted to imitate as a romantic reinvention of an English home in a "tropical" climate. Aesthetic authenticity served as a badge of status within their social milieu and reinforced a sense of imperial superiority. So the colonial elite would often import British-made furniture, though ironically this was usually made from wood such as mahogany, originally exported from the Caribbean. The colonial parlor installation has become a fixed image emblematic of the tropical picturesque representations of the Caribbean used to entice tourists and reassure them that it was "an expanded, novel, safe yet still exciting playground and fruit-provision ground for the white visitor and distanced consumer." But, as Leon Wainwright points out, "the hardship, trauma and catastrophe of trans-Atlantic transportation, and lived realities of ensuing centuries of Caribbean dwelling, are wilfully erased from its framed ideal."
4
Looking behind the sofa of this "framed ideal" of the "tropical picturesque," we find erasures that, looked at critically, help to map how the parlor of the colonial elite became the diasporic front room. appear as natural aspects of isolation, backwardness, and being stuck in the past. In the colonial system, colonial time served many important purposes, such as producing consumer goods and furniture like settees and pianos, which became emblems of progress. "Using these kinds of products was not a symbol of civilisation, it was itself civilised behaviour. The objects really did transform your body and make you civilised." Regardless of its practical use, colonial material culture was essential in maintaining the flow of colonial time to the colonial world.
"And they had to learn and enjoy and relish these things," Wilk writes, "to act as if it were a privilege and an honour to be allowed to partake in the fruits of empire."
6
The West Indian 
The Framing of Arrival and Ambition
In his essay "Reconstruction Work," Stuart Hall looks at images of postwar black settlement, such as Picture Post's 1956 pictorial essay on migration to England: "Thirty Thousand Colour
Problems." The documentary realism of these images represents these black subjects as "social problems" waiting to happen, which echoes a colonialist construction of the "innocent simpleton" too slow for the fast ways of the advanced modern world. The reality is that "they are probably from a city, like Kingston, as big and swinging in its poverty and style as any small colonial capital." Hall, who came to England from Jamaica as a young man, notes that they had dignity and respectability packed deep in their suitcases, and they were formally dressed as a sign of self-respect-with dresses pressed and hats at an angle in a "universally jaunty cocky" style, in preparation for whatever was to happen next. These immigrants, coming from the colonies, saw themselves as British citizens, and through education sometimes knew more first impressions mattered in dress. To wear the best garments on special occasions, such as attending church, was part of this sartorial principle, and traveling to a distant foreign land was no exception. 8 "Edwardian portraiture and the codes of the formal photograph, a formal icon in the domestic gallery of memories, was as common in poor but respectable homes in Kingston as it was in Kingston-upon-Thames." 9 Style, self respect, and respectability were inscribed in one's appearance, the same as in the "High Street" photo-portraits, where we might find photos of the young woman with the gloves and handbag, holding up or being held up by the basket of artificial flowers. The well-dressed young man with the clip-on fountain pens, talking on a phone which is not connected to anything, but sitting on top of a mock-Greek half-column straight from the disused basement of the British Museum.
10
Frozen in time, these photos composed in artificial studio environments, neither home nor work, reveal how the immigrants imagined themselves. A reconstructing out of the subject as document was sent "back home," to kinfolk and to real and desired spouses, in the form of photos and letters that often omitted telling them about signs in windows reading no irish, no dogs, no coloureds, seen while searching for accommodation. There is a structure of "presences" in photographs, but also "absences. ethnic features that plays among the legacy of a racial hierarchy based on a "pigmentocracy" instituted in plantation societies.
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The frame was just as important as the photograph, and the front room provided a stage for the display of certain types of reconstructed and reimagined memory, such as censured family portraiture, whether ancestral or contemporary. The formal mise-en-scène of the front room is also a site of photographic production providing a safe, controlled space for family portraiture. In the exhibit "The West Indian Front Room," we reproduced large prints of photographs by Vanley Burke, Maxine Walker, and Neil Kenlock, of family and subjects in their living rooms. And in the exhibit "Van Huis Uit" in the Netherlands, there were ten large prints of different migrant family portraits taken by Ting Chan, with kitsch ornate brass-effect frames.
13
Performatively, both exhibitions evoked emotional responses through sensorial recognition, identification, even ambivalence for visitors about what they saw, touched, heard, and even smelled that triggered a kaleidoscopic body of memories. The dialectic of how the subjects of the front room were represented and how they reconstructed themselves sheds light on the complex practices and processes in dressing this space.
Representations of the Front Room
Representations of the "West Indian" front room either tend to neutralize it as a site of intergenerational contestation, such as in sentimentalized heritage-orientated installations, or oversimplify that conflict.
14 Two events marked a shift in the front room from the trope of formality to the informality of modernity: the arrival of television and second-generation migrant descendents becoming teenagers. Before color television, a transparent green plastic covering could be stuck onto black-and-white television screens, though all the colors were green. And three moments signified television in the West Indian front room: first was The Black and White Minstrel Show, which at its height had over eighteen million viewers and was eventually banned (in 1978) from the BBC after a long antiracist campaign; second was the American-produced epic slave drama miniseries Roots, based on Alex Haley's best-selling novel about his African ancestors, which broke viewing records worldwide and resonated with the changing cultural political landscape of British society.
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And in the front room as communal family space, the third moment was when The Fosters attempted to reassure viewers that black families, in sitcoms at least, were just as "normal" black experience on British TV was a race relations agenda about assimilation, and so the front room, as emblematic motif, came to signify "West Indian" parents as conservative, upstanding, god-fearing citizens, as opposed to their children (read male-inscribed "black youth") as problematic deviants. In a number of plays by black writers, the front room became a site of contested cultural identities and race politics. The tone of Caryl Phillips's description of the main set in his play Strange Fruit suggests this ambivalent relationship:
The action takes place in the front room of the Marshall's terraced house in one of England's inner city areas. Whilst the district is not a ghetto it is hardly suburbia. The room is cramped but comfortable and tidy . . . a cabinet full of crockery that has never been, and never will be used. . . . In the centre of the display is a plate commemorating the Queen's Silver Jubilee. In the centre of the room is an imitation black leather settee with orange/yellow cushions. . . . As to the surroundings: the wallpaper is tasteless, and on the wall hang the usual trinkets. . . . As I said the room is cramped, even claustrophobic, but tidy.
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In Obaala Arts Collective's "From Generation to Generation: The Installation" (The Black Art Gallery, London, 1985) , there is "a realistic simulation of the respective living rooms of two generations." Two rooms are constructed and dressed, like a stage set, with the first room symbolic of a "typical" living room of West Indian parents: "a female mannequin is poised over an ironing board, the iron flex connected to the light bulb socket above . . . opposite, another mannequin, male, dressed in a British Rail uniform and sitting in an armchair with a radio in his lap." 18 Reached by a dark passage, the second room is, by contrast, alive with music, books, and a canvas in the shape of the African continent, stretched on a black frame on which is inscribed the names of African heroes: Patrice Lumumba, Walter Rodney, Amilcar Cabral, Kwame Nkrumah. There are two mannequins: a male dressed in a tracksuit and a female in a batik frock. The domesticated room of the "older generation" suggests a quaint and naïve image fixed in the past, while the undomesticated room of the "younger generation" is highly cultured and politicized.
Ironically, here a domestic tradition is disavowed for the reconstruction of a contemporary domestic space. In setting a context, the artists' notes said of African-Caribbean their general attitudes, towards their children's behaviour (was) [that] (they should be seen and not heard); to the language they used (and attempted to use) many Afro-Caribbean parents, especially when addressing their children, tried hard to follow the adage "when in Rome-do as the Romans do" and sought to polish up their "bad talking" and speak "the Queen's English."
19
In Errol Francis's critique of this installation, he sees an overdomestication of the older generation in the idea that West Indian parents wanted their children to be "seen and not heard,"
because it echoes a well-worn stereotype that blames black families for their own oppression by enforcing draconian discipline in the home. This simplistic representation of the older generation negates their activism in labor struggles: in fact, they set up voluntary welfare organizations and made protests about the inferior education of their children in the British school system. Therefore, Francis asks, "Can we accept the characterisation of our parents as virtually illiterate, save the Bible and correspondence courses?"
20
Francis wonders how, on the basis of this caricature, the younger "second generation"
were able to keep alive patois/Creole traditions from the Caribbean if they were suppressed in England. This suppression also occurred in the Caribbean, therefore the question is not whether, but how, where, and by whom patois/Creole (read "bad talking") was suppressed, hidden, and used. The cultural hegemony of colonialism reflected in the "Orientalist knowledge" coded the other's language as bastardized, pidgin, and uncivilized.
21 It is this psychic inferiorization of "Nation Language," which has 
The Tropicality of Maroon
In framing the diasporic front room as a "transcultural contact zone," we need to interrogate some key figurations of its aesthetics, practices, and ideology, not as an imitation of white bias and ideals of beauty but rather as a creolization where "there is no such thing as a pure point backyards are where some less confrontational, more informal, more complicated, private negotiations might take place."
25
The front room is a metaphorical "frontline," because through its aesthetics and domestic practices, it displays a subtle "politicised edge" between black and white cultures. This edge is a performance of private "backyard" imagined and reconstructed narratives, mediated by desire, status, difference, race, class, gender, and generation.
Within the Caribbean diaspora, a West Indian home can usually be identified by its exterior decoration, which often gives a sense of its interior. The brickwork might be covered with pebbledash, the pointing might be outlined in white or painted in bright nonprimary colors gress the power relations between master and slave. 30 The unpacking of the aesthetics and cultural practices of the front room reflects a blurring of boundaries between "high" and "low" culture, between taste and style, which connects to the "dialogic interventions of diasporic, creolizing cultures."
31
The Hoarding of "Nice Things"
To unpack the complex subjective negotiations around identities, consumer desires, and ontology practiced in the front room, Daniel Miller proposes a duality in two related concepts:
the transcendent and the transient. The setting for his anthropological research is the oil boom in Trinidad during the seventies, which transformed the lives of the poor, wealthy, and nouveau riche alike. Materially, this short-lived boom found its most manifest expression in people's homes, cars, and clothes. 32 Semiotically, in the diasporic vernacular, the transcendent has equivalence in the practice of "good grooming" as a register of the respectability discussed earlier, alluding to the notion of "colonial time" as a civilizing process as suggested by Wilk.
Whereas the transient is registered in reputation, which in the Caribbean drew on African antecedents to value public performances of speech, music, dance, sexual display, and prowess. We could see reputation as local and respectability as foreign, or the former as masculine and the latter feminine. This sense of ontological empowerment could be applied to the rest of the Caribbean, when we consider the trope of being "more British than the British" as exemplified, for example, in the archetypal "speaky spokey" persona, who spoke or attempted to speak English better than the Queen: "follow-fashion" or "never see, come see"
and "poppy-show" or "extra." As adjectives, verbs, and nouns, they serve as descriptions of consumer fetish and fashion desires in black popular culture. As modes of expression, the transcendent signifies a desire for conventional form in "artificial things which are viewed as long-lasting, and things covered over which are seen as cherished for the future." Whereas the transient is concerned with the expression of style as a "highly personalised and selfcontrolled expression of a particular aesthetic." The dialectic of the transcendent and the transient is that fashion can be an agreement to conform and a struggle as "a symbol of transience and disconformities." shop front window, but seeing it in a context that illuminates its aesthetic value, such as in another woman's home. By applying Miller's duality to the front room, a paradox appears: while the composition of the front room expresses personal taste that testifies to our social, cultural, political, and historical identities, its materiality reflects collectively shared ideas about aesthetics and practices in the domestic domain. There may be a strategic desire for authenticity, but the difference between what the front room should look like and how it really looks depends practically on what resources are available. In other words, making do tactically is an everyday practice.
Colonial education was rudimentary and limited, and for daughters whose parents could not afford to send them on to further education, then training in sewing, domestic science, and crocheting (a form of knitting thread with a hooked needle, a craft brought by the missionaries) became a valid alternative vocation. In the Caribbean, the Dorcas Club (based in the local church) created a space for a gendered, intergenerational sharing of sewing, dressmaking, knitting, and crochet skills. And like quilting groups in the United States, the Dorcas Club offered mutual support.
34 Though crocheting had largely discontinued in postwar Britain, West Indian women revived these skills, using it entrepreneurially to supplement their income, and through elaborate colorful patterns they had reappropriated crocheting and creolized it.
The decorative appearance of sculpted, starched, crocheted dollies would often enhance the lavishness of ornaments from "blow glass" fish to vases of artificial flowers. Furniture, ornaments, and soft furnishings were "cherished for the future," since acquiring them often involved working longer hours, the personal sacrifice to save, and the financial discipline to maintain payments for hire purchase and not be seen. Windows draped by elaborate lace net and pleated curtains of rich, colorful fabrics became another form of covering, though having the curtain's best side facing outward could be seen as covering up-"dressing up the street" or "just for show"-what the home didn't have. At Easter and Christmas, "spring cleaning" was a cleansing ritual of renewal throughout the home, during which curtains were taken down, washed, and replaced.
Sensorial Memories
The smell of Windolene, used to clean windows, triggers memories of those spring cleanings, suggesting that embodied in the materiality of the front room is also a sensory landscape that includes sound, touch, sight, and taste. The paraffin heater used kerosene fuel and provided a mobile and versatile form of domestic heating that could be used to cook on or heat up the hot iron comb used to straighten hair. (At school, it was clear which girls had used a hot iron comb the night before, because their hair would be shiny and stiff or the backs of their necks had burns.) Unless the heater was lit properly or used blue paraffin, it would smoke with black toxic fumes, and its acrid smell was virtually impossible to remove. Consequently, the "proper" fragrance of the front room was created with air freshener products that masked the smell of the paraffin heater. It was also a source of social snobbery: in school it was evident which families had not progressed, because their children's clothes reeked of burnt paraffin oil. Added to sensorial ambivalence about the paraffin heater are the traumatic memories of it seducing children to its warmth or fascinating them by its power only to burn them, or of it causing many fatal fires.
West Indian migrants were often not welcome in English-run churches, and consequently they founded their own churches or used the front room as a space to hold bible and prayer spices, known as "milk and stout" or "Guinness punch," or made with pineapple or carrot.
Seaweed was used to make "Irish Moss," stem ginger to make ginger beer, and Mauby bark to make "Mauby." The hibiscus flower was soaked and drained to make "sorrel," which was drunk at Christmas; for an added kick, a bit of rum was mixed in. Food wasn't normally eaten in the front room, but one might offer guests "black cake," which was made with minced fruit soaked in rum and black wine. For connoisseurs, the quality of black cake depended on its moisture and how well the minced fruit had been soaked. Other snacks included coconut drops or coconut tart, sweet potato pudding, and the obligatory peanuts. As the chatting commess (gossip) warmed up with scandals, secrets, and stories of people she knew in England and back home-"You hear Miss Smart die?" "Sugar?"
(diabetes) "Pressure as well" (high blood pressure)-children were often sent on some spurious errand or simply asked to leave the room.
Ah Room fe She Self
The making of the front room signifies, on one level, black women's aspirant mobility through her financial independence from men. The fruits of her labor, "through the slog of long, remorseless and difficult work," were on show in the front room and the associated gendered practices in the domestic domain, contributing to the narrative of postwar black settlement.
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In the domestic domain, it was women who were judged on the basis of "good grooming" in the dressing and maintenance of the front room. Washing, cleaning, and cooking rice and peas, among other Caribbean dishes, were other elements of "good grooming." These practices, along with crocheting and spring cleaning rituals, formed part of a moral code that fused religion, hygiene, and the Protestant work ethic: "Cleanliness is next to godliness"
and "By the sweat of your brow, thou shall eat bread." This ethos would find expression aesthetically, in the presentation of the home and self, where order meant beauty.
This was not a simple imitation of white bias and ideals of beauty, but rather the consequences of having to negotiate dominant ideologies and regimes of power that objectified race in the realm of the domestic. As Anne McClintock points out, the domestic was a construction in colonialism to maintain hegemony over the division of labor at home and the subordinate "other" abroad. In the representation of the domestic and popular culture, the black subject has either been erased out completely or stereotyped as object of servitude, caricature, fear, and desire. The first advertisements for soap, for instance, used the ethnic signifier of skin color, depicting black people as unclean and dirty, which was a code for savage and Walker, though, is suggesting that material reality remains incoherent and ambivalent as the sum of individual fragments, until these fragments are invested with specific and subjective meaning. With Auntie Linda's presence, objects of functional utility and ornamental decoration that surround her as she sits on the edge of her settee, hands calmly placed together on her lap, suggest an order and coherence of her own. The image is transformed from reality into representation through the layering upon layering of memories and experiences as fragments, resisting any complete interpretation. Ultimately, the framing excludes as much as it contains.
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The practice of buying to "put down" and hoarding "nice things" in the front room made it a museum of archived memories. As the lives of West Indian parents became increasingly complex, the close material arrangement was a metaphor that expressed their desires for the extended family and community to be close. But as children became parents and grandparents themselves, they saw the front room ambivalently as "hoarding" for a better tomorrow that never came: deferred dreams.
The proverb "My son will be my son until he marries a wife, and my daughter will be my daughter for the rest of her life" highlights the notion of mother-daughter relationships in the legacy of the front room. Many grown-up daughters, my sisters included, have negotiated and attempted to impose their own consumer desires in "upgrading" the aesthetics of their mothers' front rooms. This has often been a source of tension between mothers and daughters because what is at stake in this dialogue is defining gendered intergenerational identifications and disavowals about womanhood and practices in the domestic domain.
And from responses to the West Indian front room exhibition, it is evident that, while many daughters may disavow their mother's domestic aesthetics, they have unconsciously imitated similar styles and practices in dressing and maintaining their own living rooms, as well as their homes. In a postcolonial context, the front room deserves further study; it raises questions about modernity and migrant aesthetics, the process of decolonization, and the subjective desire to redefine oneself through material culture in the home.
Remittances and the "Returnee"
Returning where we started, to understand how the front room/living room in the Caribbean developed aesthetically after the hiatus of migration to the diaspora, we have to look at remittances sent home by relatives abroad. It is well documented that remittances from the developed to the developing world far outweigh international aid. And if we look at contemporary living rooms in the Caribbean, we find material that was sent in "barrels" and parcels from the loved ones abroad.
An often ignored aspect of the West Indian migrant narrative is the experiences of the "returnees," those first-generation migrants who have, after a period of time living and working in the United Kingdom, returned "back home" to the Caribbean. In fact, there is a temporal phenomena associated with the experience of the returnees: the longer they have lived and worked in Britain, and therefore the longer they have remained away from their home of origin, the more difficult the readjustment with a culture and society that changed during their absence. Moreover, the returnees have themselves changed, having transculturally absorbed a British identity and an English culture into their everyday lives. It is often said that indigenous Caribbean people can still identify someone from their island, village, and community who has been away, through subtle shifts in their language, pronunciation, and idioms, as well as customs and everyday practices. This has a particular poignancy in a diasporic context, because the Caribbean is part of the developing world and there is still a popular desire to go "ah foreign" and experience life in the developed world. it is used. He accidentally steps on the rake and it hits him in the head, and suddenly he remembers the name and function of the garden tool. In Black Skin, White Masks, Frantz Fanon recounts a similar story where the returnee sees an old man using a garden tool and cannot remember its name or use. The old man, who is not easily fooled, drops the garden tool on the returnee's foot who then suddenly remembers its name and use.
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Consequently, there is a common perception that returnees come home with patronizing attitudes, and it is inevitable that conflict arises because of differences in terms of presumed acculturation and identity. From the returnees' perspective, there is also a sense of alienation from the culture of their birth and ambivalence with what it now represents for them. Moreover, because they cannot reconnect with a culture that no longer exists, the returnees' position may become that of tourist. Yet there is a nostalgic desire to reconstruct the past in terms of tradition, customs, and practices, as it provides a sense of belonging, even though this maybe artificial.
One of the most powerful symbols of being a returnee is presented through material culture and the display of it. It is almost expected from the indigenous people left behind that the more time a returnees has been away, the more they should have to show for it. Hence, the narrative of returnees packing up all that they have accumulated as an immigrant, sometimes in a sea container, and shipping it "back home," to be reconstructed in a house that they have either built or bought and which represents materially in terms of status what they have achieved in the time away. The returnee's perception is that this display of material wealth will provide a higher status from that when they left and therefore reposition them in the local 
